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One of the most important developments in 
these free-wheeling days is the growth of 
standards to help us to define our terms.  NISO 
is the go-to source for standards in this time of 
transition and radical transformations.  Their 
Data Dictionary includes not just “Books and 
Serials (print materials)” but also “Emetrics” 
for “Current Serials Received,” “Current Sub-
scriptions,” and “Current Serial Titles.”  There 
are ongoing working groups for the licenses, 
Book Reviews — Monographic Musings
Column Editor: Debbie Vaughn  (College of Charleston)  <vaughnd@cofc.edu> 
Column	Editor’s	Note:  Open access is an important topic in librarianship; it’s also a 
rather hot topic these days in the realm of higher education.  MOOCs — that is, massive 
open online courses — are to higher education what open access is to libraries.  They are 
changing the landscape in a myriad of ways: everything from the credit hour to assessment 
of student learning to the honor code is being examined through this new lens of open edu-
cational resources.  Pardon my colloquialism, but thinking of the expansive opportunities 
for collaboration between libraries and MOOCs makes me twitter.  Public access to library 
materials within the structure of an academic course not only further evolves the symbiotic 
relationship between the library and academe; it is yet another manifestation of some major 
librarian-philosophers’ core beliefs about the shifting role of the library and the role of the 
library in the public sphere of education/information (Ranganathan’s belief that the library 
is a growing organism and Michael	Gorman’s belief that libraries should protect free access 
to knowledge, to name a few).
In this month’s MM, reviewer William	Joseph	Thomas explores Peter	Suber’s	new title 
Open	Access.  Suber writes rather frequently on this topic, as one would expect given his po-
sition as Director of the Harvard Open Access Project and his stature in the territory of open 
access issues.  Many thanks to Joseph for offering his thoughtful review of this work.
Happy reading, everyone! — DV
Suber, Peter.  Open	Access.  Essential Knowledge.  Cambridge, MA:  
MIT Press, 2012.  978-0-262-51763-8.  230 pages.  $12.95. 
 
Reviewed by Wm. Joseph Thomas  (Head of Collection Development, Joyner Library, 
East Carolina University)  <thomasw@ecu.edu>
Part of MIT Press’s Essential Knowledge 
series, Peter Suber’s Open	Access provides 
an overview of a topic of growing interest to 
funders and legislators, as well as librarians 
and authors.  Acknowledging that this book is 
built in part on earlier writings, Suber strikes 
a hopeful and encouraging note, and in general 
achieves his goal of a clear, concise description 
of “the basics” for busy people. 
Suber begins by defining open access 
literature as that which is “digital, online, 
free of charge, and free of most copyright and 
licensing restrictions” and later defines related 
terms such Green OA (materials deposited 
to repositories) and Gold OA (open access 
journals), Gratis OA (free to read but not free 
of copyright constraints) and Libre OA (free 
to read and free of at least some permission 
barriers).  Suber demonstrates how these “fla-
vors” of open access are “complementary and 
synergistic” in shifting attitudes toward OA as 
the default for research dissemination. 
Open	Access points out that many conven-
tional publishers are already experimenting 
with open access.  Indeed, Suber describes the 
“blanket permission” for green OA that most 
conventional publishers agree to as one of the 
“best-kept secrets of scholarly publishing” (54-
55).  There is a difficult balancing act to strike 
with publishers, though, because their gate-
keeping role related to peer review has been 
extended into access barriers to knowledge. 
Although Suber argues for OA as a benefit 
and not an attempt to “harm” conventional 
publishers, the problems he points out that OA 
can solve are primarily economically based, 
related to pricing and inflation, Big Deals, and 
library budgets.  The barriers to access that OA 
fights were created and are maintained largely 
in order to protect publisher revenue. 
A touchstone for Suber’s book is the power 
of authors in effecting open access — they 
control the volume and growth of OA because 
they decide where to publish their work and 
what to do with 
their copyrights. 
Suber champi-
ons the academic 
freedom of authors to choose where they pub-
lish, knowing that in most cases they can still 
reap the benefits of some sort of open access to 
their research.  Authors also govern the scope 
of OA by determining what types of materials 
can be made OA, whether journal articles, 
ETDs, monographs, or research data.  Open 
access is compatible with current copyright 
law and independent of peer review. Suber 
makes the point eloquently that all key play-
ers involved in vetting research — authors, 
editors, and peer reviewers — can consent 
to OA without losing any revenue.  Not only 
that, Suber makes the case that distributing 
research freely is a public gift with both direct 
and indirect benefits to all.  
Although it is treated at each necessary 
point on the way, copyright is also the subject 
of a short chapter.  In addition to demonstrat-
ing the legality of open access, this chapter 
points out that existing mandates strengthen 
the author’s bargaining position with publish-
ers who might want wholesale transfer of 
copyrights as a condition of publication.  One 
issue not overtly explained is how libre OA, 
in removing barriers to use such as making 
multiple copies or redistributing, cannot also 
alleviate authors’ concerns about unscrupulous 
copyright infringement.  Another issue not 
fully addressed is how OA may be perceived 
by promotion and tenure review committees, 
especially in light of how this process privi-
leges traditional publishing for many reticent 
faculty members.  
Other chapters provide detail on funding 
models for OA, describe OA policies for funders 
and institutions, and allay publishers’ fears that 
OA as a movement will cause subscription 
cancellations.  Suber closes with a short helpful 
chapter letting interested authors know how they 
can make their work OA.  A short glossary, ex-
tensive notes, a list of additional resources, and 
a comprehensive index round out the volume. 
Portions of Open	Access are OA now, and the 
entire work will become freely available in June 
2013, one year after publication. 
Open	Access joins Walt Crawford’s ALA 
Special Report Open Access: What You Need 
to Know Now (2011) in introducing open 
access publishing, but whereas Crawford’s 
book is oriented primarily toward librarians, 
Suber’s audience is wider, and Suber offers 
more extensive resources for further reading. 
Neither of these books approaches the depth of 
John Willinsky’s The Access Principle (2006), 
or Neil Jacobs’ Open Access: Key Strategic, 
Technical, and Economic Aspects (2006), but 
then again, they aren’t designed to do so.  If 
the readers of Suber’s book will take action 
on providing access to knowledge as a “public 
good,” we can indeed complete the “peaceful 
revolution” that Suber envisions.  
ejournals, discovery systems, knowledge bases, 
and usage statistics, among others.  Standards 
provide common definitions for acquiring, 
linking, listing, cataloging, managing, trouble-
shooting, evaluating, and assessing our costly 
electronic resources — all crucial components 
for managing library resources even as new 
terms proliferate.  
With an increasingly digitized future, li-
brarians can influence the course of the future 
of scholarly communication to become more 
intentional in the use of terminology.  As Alice 
might say, do our words mean what we choose 
them to mean?  
